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On June 30, in what could well have been the last Army Day celebration during a war-time situation
in Guatemala, President Ramiro de Leon Carpio announced several sweeping military reforms
designed to fortify the civilian government in preparation for a postwar climate. The measures
included the creation of a civilian-run state intelligence service and the suspension of forced
recruitment by the military pending congressional action on a new military service law.
Not surprisingly, however, in what may be an attempt to roll back the announced military reforms
immediately following de Leon's speech the government reported that it had uncovered a plot to
assassinate the president during the Army Day ceremonies. At the conclusion of an impressive
parade commemorating the 123rd anniversary of the founding of the Guatemalan army, thousands
of troops gathered in Guatemala City's Central Plaza in a show of "solidarity and support" for
President Ramiro de Leon's government.
Among those represented were the infamous "Kaibiles" the army's specially trained counterinsurgency battalion and members of the controversial Civil Defense Patrols (PACs). Speaking
to the troops from the balcony of the National Palace, de Leon urged the army and the people of
Guatemala to begin to work together to rebuild the country now that an end to the conflict is so
close at hand. The president also expressed optimism that a possible cease-fire will be signed as
early as September. An end to the 34-year civil war between the government and various guerrilla
organizations grouped in the rebel Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) is
presently under negotiation, with the signing of a final peace accord scheduled for December of this
year .
On June 23, the two sides signed a refugee repatriation accord in Norway which paves the way for
the rapid return of thousands of Guatemalans uprooted by the war. The two sides also signed an
agreement to form a Truth Commission to investigate human rights violations committed during
the conflict (see NotiSur 06/23/94). During the Army Day festivities de Leon announced that he had
ordered the creation of a "state intelligence service" to be directed by civilian personnel. The service,
which will provide information and advice to the president, will be part of a newly formed national
security council.
The creation of a new civilian intelligence service was originally suggested to the Guatemalan
government by the UN human rights observer, Christian Tomuschat. In a February 1993 report to
the government, Tomuschat recommended that all matters that are not strictly military related be
handled by the National Police. Tomuschat also suggested that the army- run Presidential Security
Staff (Estado Mayor Presidencial, EMP) implicated in serious human rights abuses be replaced
by a civilian presidential advisory body (see NotiSur 02/25/94). In August 1993, the president did
partially respond to the UN advisor's recommendations by announcing a reorganization rather
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than dissolution of the EMP. As part of that reorganization, de Leon disbanded the EMP's infamous
"archive" section, where the Army had maintained files on citizens considered threats to state
security.
In addition to creation of the state intelligence service, during his speech the president also
announced his decision to order the army to suspend its practice of forced recruitment for six
months to allow Congress time to draft a new military service law. According to the President,
the new law should explicitly prohibit the use of "force, violence, or discrimination" when
drafting citizens into military service. The new military reforms are largely a response to growing
international pressure to lessen the army's power in the country, particularly in light of an
approaching peace accord. Until now, nearly all attempts at military reform by the de Leon
administration have generated sharp conflicts with the armed forces, leading to severe divisions
within the military. The reopening of peace talks with the guerrillas earlier this year, for example,
plus efforts by civilian officials to "demilitarize" the police forces, led to a coup d'etat conspiracy last
February.
So far, however, the more moderate officers in the military have managed to retain control of the
army. Indeed, Defense Minister General Mario Enriquez recently admitted that there are divisions
within the military, but he insisted that the moderates generally known as the "institutionalists" are
in control. Enriquez warned that the Army has "no room" for dissidents. "Any officer who wants to
participate in politics, or has political ambitions, should retire and join the civilians," said Enriquez.
Still, to appease the hard-liners and maintain internal unity, some army hawks have been granted
influential posts where they can lobby to slow the pace of military reforms. After the incidents in
February, for instance, the head of the army's intelligence section (G-2) was appointed as deputy
interior minister and the civilian police chief, Mario Rene Cifuentes, was removed from his post,
both of which were seen as concessions to the hardliners.
Not surprisingly, then, at the conclusion of the Army Day ceremonies, Interior Minister Danilo
Parinello reported that the government had uncovered a plot to assassinate the president. According
to Parinello, several days prior to the president's speech government officials had been informed by
an anonymous phone call of a plot to destabilize the government on Army Day. Parinello, who held
a press conference in the ninth-floor of a hotel near the national palace where the president gave his
speech, claimed that a professional hit man had apparently planned to assassinate de Leon during
his speech from the hotel. Salvador Figueroa, director of the National Police who accompanied
Parinello in the press conference, showed the reporters a high-powered telescopic rifle, a beret
decorated with arabic symbols, and clothing with Spanish and Italian labels, all of which were
allegedly found at the hotel.
According to Figueroa, a man named German Salvatierra is the suspected hit man. Salvatierra
registered at the hotel on June 28 but never returned, and police believe he was frightened off by
the heavy military presence in the city streets on Army Day. Although coup d'etat conspiracies and
other plots by hard line groups against the government are frequent in Guatemala, many remain
skeptical over the authenticity of the alleged assassination attempt. Attorney General Ramses
Cuestas, for example, said the incident may be no more than a "publicity stunt," although he
ordered an immediate investigation.
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Popular organizations, however, said the alleged plot is just the latest of a string of attempts by the
extreme right to block political and military reforms in Guatemala. "There are obviously groups who
do not want Ramiro de Leon to remain in office," said Rosalina Tuyuc, director of the Guatemalan
widows organization CONAVIGUA (Confederacion Nacional de Viudas de Guatemala). "This year
there have been several coup attempts to oust him."

-- End --
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